JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. Previous writings on Islamic anthropology have been proposals and mutual criticism by Muslims; there has been little critical comment from non-Muslim anthropologists, who have mostly either chosen to ignore Islamic anthropology or welcomed it rather patronizingly, without serious discussion, as a promising new development.4 It should be said that most of the proposals have not apparently been addressed to anthropologists or other academics in the first place, but rather to a wider, non-academic, and primarily Muslim audience. Nonetheless, I would argue that it is important for Islamic anthropology to be seriously discussed by anthropologists and that something can be learned from such discussion whether or not it is found to be of positive value to the development of anthropological ideas generally.
The proponents of Islamic anthropology offer a critique of Western (social) theory, to accompany their Islamist critique of Western society, culture, and values. Western social theory, anthropology included, is ethnocentric and tainted by its imperial history and connections. Anthropology is the child of Western colonialism; its subject-matter, assumptions, questions, and methods are dictated by imperial interests; and its practitioners come from imperial backgrounds and biases (through structures of funding, jobs, publication, readership) or ThirdWorld (Western-oriented/supported) elites. The traditional subjects of Western anthropology are the primitives. In the post-colonial era, as the number of unstudied primitives has diminished, anthropology has entered crisis and terminal decline. Since Third World countries gained independence, the peoples studied have insisted on doing their own anthropology, defining their own approaches, and studying and criticizing the cultures and theories of the West.
In his booklet for the International Institute of Islamic Thought (1986), Ahmed's critique is confined largely to unsupported statements about "the notorious ethnocentricity of Western anthropology" and to the invidious polemical trick of comparing the ideals of one society (the Muslim world) with the evils of another (AIDS, drugs, and crime in the West). His prescription seems to be: if only they would become Muslim, all these problems would go away. The major elements in this critique of Western theory are entirely conventional." A response must begin by admitting that there is, or was, some truth in every point; but they are failings that characterize few anthropological studies of Islam and Muslim societies over the last couple of decades or so. The critics (as with other critical anthropologies) too often resort to misrepresentation and selectivity, the depiction of outdated stereotypes, and the erection of straw men. This is not the place for a point by point rebuttal, but it is worth marking some central issues, particularly those which affect the plausibility of the proposals for an Islamic anthropology to be discussed below.
Thus, Ahmed uses Beattie's 1964 Other cultures as a source book for current Western anthropology,7 while Wyn Davies, even if her version is more considered and up-to-date, can still refer to Raymond Firth's 1951 Elements of social organization as a standard text. Small wonder then that they present such caricatures of a discipline "in crisis and decline," in which the only anthropologists are Westerners; in which anthropologists study only non-Western societies or only primitive societies; in which anthropology is necessarily ethnocentric, using Western categories and assumptions to study cultures to which they do not apply; in which anthropology is functionalist, arid scientism, concerned only with objective analysis and explanation, and opposed to both subjectivism and application; and in which this atheist functionalism puts religion on the same level of analysis as economics, politics, and kinship. In fact, in the last two decades anthropology has thankfully moved beyond reacting to such tired criticisms and has established new conventions of ethnographic reflexivity and theoretical self-awareness. This is not so say such conventions are unassailable in their turn, but there is no apparent awareness of them among the proponents of Islamic anthropology.
Nor are they free from the contradictions of those who both berate Orientalists for homogenizing "the Orient" (as against "the West") without recognizing cultural and other differences, and then accuse those such as anthropologists, who do recognize and study differences, of dividing in order to rule. Such native critics, moreover, usually come from an educated elite, whose authority to speak for or about all their co-nationals or co-religionists is as debatable as that of any outsider. Some Orientalists are justifiably accused of "exoticizing" their subjects, over-emphasizing the cultural distance between a Christian West and a Muslim East; yet modern Muslim radicals such as Wyn Davies appear to be doing just the same in their desire to claim the study of the Muslim world for Muslims alone. The approach must be based on Koranic assumptions: that God created nature; that Man is made of opposites, with free-will, the ability to learn, and superiority to the rest of nature; that society is based on the family, divine laws, an instituted authority, and economic activity; and that history is a dialectical process of conflict and consensus resulting in the Prophet. It also should be a comprehensive sociological approach which will encompass and reconcile the extremes of other contemporary approaches. Further, Islamic sociology would be comparative and critical, i.e., it must accept, as a preoccupation, the task of comparing human societies--Muslim as well as non-Muslim-with [the ideal] and discovering the degrees of departure of these societies from this model (p. xiii).
The ideal picture of Islamic social structure must be constructed, with Islam as ideology, culture, or way of life, a process of deliberate obedience to God's laws, the only alternative to capitalist democracy and socialism, one that is midway between, but not a mixture. Islamic ethnography then examines actual variations; the reference point is the ideal Islamic middle path of customs relating to family and marriage (contract, choice, sex, polygyny, gender, tribes), economy (property, wealth, market, inheritance, gambling, interest, poor tax, nationalization), and polity (state, authority, justice, consultation). Capitalism, democracy, and socialism as social systems and associated social theories failed because they had no mechanism of commitment; commitment in Islam is ensured by prayer and fasting rituals. The overall picture is of an openly ideological Islamic sociology; theory and comparison (of present Muslim societies, and also of/with present Western societies, ideologies, and sociologies) refer to an ideal Islamic society, and practice concerns how to achieve it. Islamic anthropology is a holistic (that is, functionalist) study of all levels, including international relations and boundaries (that is, ethnicity). Disciplinary boundaries with sociology and history are to be torn down, but significantly there is no mention of anthropology's relations with psychology and philosophy. The reader is subjected to long passages of preaching on the superiority of the Islamic approach, which to a non-Muslim anthropologist appears as a closed and circular system; and there is no mention of problematic areas such as gender or Koranic punishments. The concept of ideal type is acknowledged as a basic principle, with the problem that comparison of empirical cases with the ideal is to be based in ideology. Islamic anthropology slips from a concern with variation within the shariah, to allowance and tolerance for all ways, but in effect we are offered Islamic ethnocentrism disguised as universalist relativism. The empirical study of values is even vitiated by predetermining the categories of analysis to be used, rather than attempting to understand subjects in their own terms. In her book Wyn Davies adduces no cases where these approaches and methods have been tested in practice.
Thus there seem to be three broad approaches, though proponents do not necessarily stick to one of them. In the first, Western anthropology is to be adopted, but under the guidance of Muslim ideals; who, though, is to decide what those ideals are? The second is associated with Muslim apologists who point out that Islam too has produced anthropologists and that the roots of the best Western concepts and ideals are to be found in the Koran and the Sunna. The third approach is radical: Islamic anthropology should reject Western anthropology and start afresh with a distinctive Islamic approach; the Sunna is the basis for a distinct set of (purified) values, ideals, and analytical concepts.
In all versions Islamic anthropology sets up an ideal and compares societies with it. But there is disagreement on whether Islamic anthropology can be the study of Islamic societies only or of all socie-ties. For some, Islamic anthropology is explicitly a way of analysing permissible Islamic forms of society and culture, and of comparing non-Islamic forms with them.
A prime argument of Islamic anthropology is that, because of its basis in Islam, it is logically, theoretically, and morally superior to other approaches. Sometimes it seems to be no more than a slogan; or at best a vade mecum for anthropologists who happen to be Muslim, to guide their values and choices in practical and ethical decisions, for example, in the issues such as ethnocentrism versus cultural relativism, the application of anthropology in practice and development, and the various dilemmas to be faced during field research. Being addressed to Muslims, can Islamic anthropology be seriously discussed by those not committed to it? It would be too easy to dismiss Islamic anthropology as incapable of a serious contribution to the field of anthropology and not worth study except as a distinct indigenous perception." However, it is difficult for non-Muslims to comment except to point to flaws and similarities with what it is supposed to replace.
Any ideological version of anthropology clearly plays on the ambiguity between the notions of anthropology as a view, whether personal or ideological, of human nature, society, and values, and as a comparative and theoretical academic discipline whose practitioners attempt to detach themselves from or reflect upon personal or ideological biases. In many ways Islam (as religion, theology, sociology, theodicy, philosophy) is an anthropology; it can appeal only to those who accept its basic tenets. Is the notion of Islamic anthropology thus a tautology or a contradiction in terms?
The proposals for an Islamic anthropology which we have outlined have the virtue of being explicit in their values and ideological commitments. Anthropologies which claim to be non-ideological are constantly subject, internally and externally-at least in the current postmodernist atmosphere-to debate over basic assumptions. Any ideological anthropology, by contrast, tends to be dogmatic and allows little debate, except internally; it can neither ask the most interesting questions asked by other anthropologies, nor can it itself ask any interesting new questions-it can only provide answers. At present these answers fall short of a thorough, unequivocally Islamic anthropological study of either Muslim or non-Muslim society which can be demonstrated as a significant advance on non-Muslim anthropological studies of Islamic societies.
Islamic anthropology is no more easily dismissed than any other "-ism"; it should be taken seriously because it addresses a wide audience, avows its ideological base, and invites critical discussion. At the same time the motivations of its proponents should be questioned. As noted above, the authors are primarily addressing a Muslim non-academic audience, presumably even less familiar with recent developments in anthropology than they seem to be themselves. They would appear to be mainly interested in furthering their own positions, as anthropologists, within the world of Islamic intellectuals, and not in promoting their appropriation of the discipline for Islam within the world of anthropologists. It has to be said that, if they did attempt the latter, their arguments would carry no weight. They can no more claim universality for a non-believer than can any other explicitly ideological anthropology or "-ism. The anthropology of Islam involves translating and humanizing ordinary believers' cultures, as well as analyzing the production and use of Islamic "texts." The elements of the Great Tradition (formal duties and beliefs, texts, and the officials and others who produce them) have also been subject to study in their social and cultural contexts, allowing the relevance of political manipulations, economic constraints, and tribal/kinship/ethnic allegiances and rivalries. All these matters can be investigated only by extended and intensive participant observation; and it is debatable whether they are best studied by an insider (one who is from the community studied, who shares its culture and religion, but may not have the skills or indeed the inclination to bring to the surface what is taken for granted); by a compatriot (one who may be separated from the subjects by language, culture, class, and associations, but who may be reluctant to acknowledge this distance); or by a complete outsider (one who may have to start from scratch in language and the rest, and take much longer, but who at least brings a fresh eye and "stranger value" to the field).
The 'See Shirley Ardener's distinction between "feminist anthropology" and the "anthropology of women" (1985) . 3To avoid confusion, Islamic anthropology should perhaps be called "Islamist" anthropology, by analogy with, for instance, marxist anthropology, and with the contemporary usage of "Islamist" for political and intellectual movements inspired by Islam. A related issue, which will not be dealt with here, is whether anthropologists studying Muslim societies must be capable of reading and understanding the Arabic texts on which Islam is based. Those who insist on this necessity are sometimes guilty of a common Arab and Arabist presumption that Islam(ic) = Arab(ic). Its opponents also point to the irrelevance of studying Arabic texts for the study of that still large majority of Muslims who cannot read or understand those texts themselves.
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